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uK vs. us english
the most important differences between the english of the united Kingdom and the english of the united 
states are in pronunciation and vocabulary, especially colloquial vocabulary. neither of these differences 
is important for scientific writing. Here there is a list of the few differences between the two varieties that 
can affect scientific writing. 
Spelling
Differences between american and British spelling tend to be systematic and relatively easy to learn. Be 
sure to select the correct variety of english in your word processor’s toolbox and to add new words to a 
personal dictionary for each variety. although most journals accept manuscripts written in either variety, 
nearly all caution against mixing British and american spellings in the same document. the following table 
lists the most common differences and a few examples for each.
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C and s C or s
defence
licence (noun), license (verb)
offence
practice (noun), practise (verb)
pretence
defense
license (noun and verb)
offense
















per cent (two words)










program (all types) 
specialty
CoMPounD MeDiCaL WoRDs
Tend to be hyphenated, though there is a strong 
current trend to write these words without 
hyphens









appendix Xii. uK vs. us english
Grammar
there are also a few differences in grammar between uK and us english. 
the use of the definitive article in some common expressions differs:
UNITED KINGDOM UNITED STATES
in future                     
in/to hospital 
in the light of 
in the press 
at university    
in the future 
in/to the hospital 
in light of 
in press 
in/at the university
   
there are also a few differences in the use of prepositions:
UNITED KINGDOM UNITED STATES
at weekends 
at school
Different to (from is also common)
the hospital is in the High street
Monday to friday 
on heat (in estrus)
up to chapter 3
on weekends
in school 
Different from                   
the hospital is on Main street




in the english of the united Kingdom, collective nouns can take either the singular or plural verb forms, 
depending on whether the emphasis is on the collective as a whole or on the individual members respec-
tively. some collective nouns, such as the Government or staff, nearly always take the plural form of the 
verb. By contrast, in the english of the united states, collective nouns nearly always take a singular verb. 
When a speaker wants to emphasize that the individuals are acting separately, a plural verb is possible, 
but it is much more common to change the construction to avoid this usage (instead of “the audience are 
taking their seats” “the members of the audience are taking their seats”).
united Kingdom: The team are operating on a fifty-five-year-old woman with breast cancer.
united states:  The team is operating on a fifty-five-year-old woman with breast cancer.
Collective nouns with plural forms take a plural verb in both the united Kingdom and the united states. 
The Rolling Stones are doing a concert to raise money for Doctors without Borders.
there are also minor differences in the use of some verbs; for example, past participles sometimes 
change, some verbs are transitive in one and intransitive in the other, and phrasal verbs are sometimes 
used differently. these differences are unlikely to present problems in scientific writing.
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a few differences in punctuation practices are worth mentioning.
UNITED KINGDOM UNITED STATES
the punctuation mark to end a sentence is called 
a full stop. 
the abbreviations Mr, Mrs, Ms, and Dr are not 
followed by full stops. 
(between brackets)
[between square brackets]
the punctuation mark to end a sentence is called 
a period. 
the abbreviations Mr., Mrs., Ms., and Dr. are 
followed by periods. 
(between parentheses)
[between brackets]
